Understanding Child Narrative Development Through the Lens of Lessons and Dialogue in Mother-Child Interactions by Champion, Mary Clare
University of Tennessee, Knoxville 
TRACE: Tennessee Research and Creative 
Exchange 
Doctoral Dissertations Graduate School 
12-2005 
Understanding Child Narrative Development Through the Lens of 
Lessons and Dialogue in Mother-Child Interactions 
Mary Clare Champion 
University of Tennessee - Knoxville 
Follow this and additional works at: https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss 
 Part of the Psychology Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Champion, Mary Clare, "Understanding Child Narrative Development Through the Lens of Lessons and 
Dialogue in Mother-Child Interactions. " PhD diss., University of Tennessee, 2005. 
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss/661 
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at TRACE: Tennessee 
Research and Creative Exchange. It has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized 
administrator of TRACE: Tennessee Research and Creative Exchange. For more information, please contact 
trace@utk.edu. 
To the Graduate Council: 
I am submitting herewith a dissertation written by Mary Clare Champion entitled "Understanding 
Child Narrative Development Through the Lens of Lessons and Dialogue in Mother-Child 
Interactions." I have examined the final electronic copy of this dissertation for form and content 
and recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy, with a major in Psychology. 
Robert G. Wahler, Major Professor 
We have read this dissertation and recommend its acceptance: 
Michael Nash, Howard Pollio, Brian Barber 
Accepted for the Council: 
Carolyn R. Hodges 
Vice Provost and Dean of the Graduate School 
(Original signatures are on file with official student records.) 
To the Graduate Council: 
I am submitting herewith a dissertation written by Mary Clare Champion entitled 
"Understanding Child Narrative Development Through the Lens of Lessons and Dialogue 
in Mother-Child Interactions." I have examined the final paper copy of this dissertation 
for form and content and recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, with a major in Psychology. 
Robert G. Wahler, Major Professor 
We have read this dissertation 
and recommend its acceptance: 
Accepted for the Council: 
UNDERSTANDING CHILD NARRATIVE DEVELOPMENT 

THROUGH THE LENS OF LESSONS AND DIALOGUE 











The University ofTennessee, Knoxville 







This dissertation is dedicated to 

my husband, Chris Champion, and my parents, John and Jessica Younger, 

for always encouraging me, supporting me, and believing in me. 

lt is also dedicated to our beautiful newborn daughter, Mary Leland, 

in the hopes that I will be able to support her in the ways 






I would like to thank those people who helped me complete my Doctor of 
Philosophy in Clinical Psychology. I would like to thank Dr. Robert Wahler, along with 
the other members ofmy doctoral committee, Dr. Michael Nash, Dr. Howard Pollio, and 
Dr. Brian Barber, for their help and guidance. I wish to thank the faculty and families of 
West Hills Elementary School, whose participation and cooperation made this project 
possible. 
I would also like to thank my friends and family, specifically the members ofmy 
graduate class, who made this journey so memorable. But most importantly, I would like 
to thank my ever supportive husband, Christopher Champion, and my parents, John and 
Jessica Younger, for their unwavering support. 
iii 
ABSTRACT 
The current study explored the role of lessons and dialogue in communication 
between mothers and their children in an effort to better understand the processes that 
influence and support healthy child narrative development. Volunteers were recruited 
from an elementary school, and pairs ofmothers and their children were observed. 
Observations were coded for the presence of lessons and dialogue, and mother and child 
narratives were gathered. It was predicted that dialogue would be an important 
component of the communication between mother and child, and that its presence would 
correlate with mother and child narrative measures. It was also predicted that mother and 
child would be in synchrony with each other in their communication. However, very 
little dialogue was present in the current study_ There was a negative correlation between 
mother narrative coherence and the use ofquestions by mother and child, and a positive 
correlation between the use of lessons and CBCL Internalizing scores. Possible reasons 
for the lack of dialogue are discussed, as are the correlations between narrative measures 
and the observational codes. 
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It is no surprise that the development of competent narrative skill and the ensuing 
healthy use of narratives are important components of our lives. In a show of increased 
awareness of the importance ofnarrative, the field ofnarrative psychology has 
experienced a boom in the recent past, with clinicians and academicians alike paying 
special attention to its fonnation, its function, and its power (McAdams, Josselson, & 
Lieblich, 2001; Tappan & Packer, 1991). While much is known and has been discovered 
about language acquisition and the potential curative power ofnarrative in psychotherapy 
(Pratt, Arnold, & Mackey, 2001), gaps still exist in the body of research. 
Learning to create a well-structured and coherent narrative is a monumental task, 
and there is much to know about how this process takes place. Inherent ability plays a 
part, but that discussion is outside of the scope ofthis paper, and given a certain level of 
ability, narrative achievement can proceed. Competence in narrative learning adds to 
social competence in other areas, shown by children with more coherent narratives being 
better adjusted than their peers with less well-constructed narratives (Wabler & 
Castlebury,2002). Narrative skills are also important in tenns of literacy. Children who 
enter school with less well-constructed narratives have been shown to encounter more 
difficulty learning to read than children with coherent narratives (Peterson & McCabe, 
1997). But perhaps even more importantly than these specific skills is the underlying 
function of a well-constructed narrative that feeds such skills. With a coherent and 
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flexible narrative, it could be more likely that a person will feel at ease in the world. 
These people who have well-constructed narratives are possibly more able to assimilate 
new experiences into their sense of selfwith relative ease, rather than feeling confused 
and disoriented in the face ofnew experiences. With children, it is possible that this 
ability to create a coherent and flexible narrative grounds an ability to behave proactively 
in the world. As the child with a well-constructed narrative becomes more and more able 
to reminisce and understand the past, the child is possibly developing skills that help him 
to face and effectively deal with the future. But how does a child achieve this kind of 
narrative skill? Why is the structure of the child's narrative so important? 
There are two main bodies of research whose aim it is to explore the development 
and function ofpersonal narratives. Research in this area is mostly embedded in either 
attachment theory or social constructivist theory. According to attachment theory 
proponents, such as John Bowlby, children are provided an inner-working model of their 
relationships with their parents through narrative exchanges with them. Bowlby (1973) 
proposed that it is through these attachments with their parents that a child begins to build 
a set of models ofhow these people will interact with him, and that these models are the 
basis for all ofhis expectations of the world. These narratives that provide the 
framework for the working models carry more than content messages. Rather, they 
embody the expectations of the relationships between the parent and child. It is this 
"predictable format of interaction" (Bruner, 1983, p. 18) that the constructivist theorist 
Jerome Bruner supports as vital in the development of language and communication that 
is key in the attachment model. Within a stable environment and a predictable pattern of 
interaction with a parent, the child is more able to successfully develop narrative skill. 
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It is important to note that the parents who hopefully provide this healthy 
attachment and stable pattern of interaction were also children at one time, navigating this 
process ofnarrative development. These parents bring their own past experiences to the 
table in the form of their own narratives, linking mothers' narratives to their children's 
ensuing narratives. According to Main, Kaplan, and Cassidy (1985), a parent's own 
attachment experiences as a child have an impact on their child's attachment to them. 
The parent's attachment experiences can be explored through their narratives. 
The other main group of researchers is the social constructivists, whose 
researchers include Welch-Ross, McCabe and Peterson, Reese and Fivush, along with 
others. These researchers have had much to say about the development of narrative skill 
as well as the impact ofparental input on this development, drawing yet more 
connections between parent and child narratives. Their formulations ofnarrative 
development include little about the role of attachment between parent and child in this 
development, nor have they included in their work the expectancies of the child in 
interactions with the parent. While the social constructivists clearly contribute a great 
deal to the body of research on child narrative development, their analysis of this 
development is lacking in that it misses the important concept of synchrony between 
parent and child. The responsiveness that needs to exist between parent and child for 
successful narrative skill building to occur seems to be missing. 
Narrative Content versus Narrative Structure 
van IJzendoorn (1995) conducted a meta-analyses of 10 studies using the Adult 
Attachment Interview (George, Kaplan, & Main, 1984), an instrument which is designed 
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to predict the quality ofparent-child attachment through the parents' own representations 
of their childhood experiences. In his meta-analyses, van IJzendoorn (1995) concluded 
that narrative structure was the primary predictor ofparental sensitivity to their children, 
rather than narrative content. In other words, the way the parent told the story ofher 
childhood was the primary predictor ofher responsiveness to her own child, rather than 
the content of the story ofher childhood. From this conclusion, we can reason that it is 
the way a parent tells a story that is important in regards to their responsiveness to her 
child, rather than only the content ofthe story. This conclusion supports considering the 
structure ofparent-child communication in addition to the content ofthe interaction, thus 
the proceeding analyses will focus on the structure ofparent and child narratives. 
In other studies, various researchers have decided to either code narratives for 
content, structure, or both. In ~ study ofhow maltreated children develop narrative 
representations of their caregivers, Shields, Ryan, and Cicchetti's (2001) coding of the 
children's narratives included both content and structure. In this study, they found that 
the maltreated children's narrative representations of their caregivers mediated the effects 
of their neglect on the children's rejection by peers and their ability to behave in a 
prosocial manner. In Kochanska, Aksan, and Nichols (2003), the researchers chose to 
only use the content of narratives. In this study, Kochanska, Aksan, and Nichols 
observed discussions between parents and children ofthe children's past misbehavior 
over multiple visits in order to investigate maternal power assertion, which can be 
understood as taking place in the behavioral domain, or immediate discipline in reaction 
to the misbehavior, or the cognitive domain, as the parent and child discuss the behavior. 
While maternal power assertion in the discourse context did predict less mature moral 
4 
> 
cognition, it did not predict any differences in moral or antisocial conduct. Again, in the 
study where Kochanska and her colleagues only coded for the content of the narratives, 
narrative did not predict behavior. However, Shields and her colleagues did find a 
mediating effect from the narratives, which were coded for content and structure. In this 
study, the children's narratives played a role in mediating the effect of their neglect on 
their acceptance by peers. This strength ofnarrative structure, along with van 
IJzendoom's (1995) conclusion, support the direction ofusing the structure of 
communication between parent and child as a tool for understanding narrative growth. 
The common thread between the social constructivists and the attachment 
theorists is an awareness of the importance ofhow a story is told, the structure, as well as 
the importance of the co-construction that takes place in the narrative building process. 
Both groups agree that the lack ofthe ability to tell a well put together story is 
detrimental to a person, and this deficit stands to have an impact on current adaptive 
skills. But why is this? Both the attachment and social constructivists theorists agree that 
the relationship between parent and child is important in the development ofnarrative 
skill, and van IJzendoom (1995) has pointed out the importance ofthe structure of stories 
over the content. But what is it that makes a child willing to engage with the parent in 
this narrative building process? Kochanska (2002) proposes that the synchrony between 
a parent and child promotes willingness on the part ofthe child to participate with the 
parent in this process ofnarrative construction. Kochanska calls this synchrony 
''mutually responsive orientation," and defines it as a parent and a child who "are 
responsive and attuned to each other, are mutually supportive, and enjoy being together" 
(Kochanska, 2002, p. 192). According to Kochanska (2002), a child who is a part of a 
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mutually responsive dyad is more likely to trust the parent and is also more likely to be 
eager to cooperate with the parent. This concept of synchrony is evident in the 
attachment literature, as the child and the parent together create models of interaction, but 
its implicit presence is largely missing from the social constructivist literature. 
This paper will attempt to bridge the existing bodies ofwork of the attachment 
theorists and the social constructivist theorists in an effort to further explore the processes 
that take place in parents and their children that encourage healthy narrative development 
on the part of the child. It will discuss the template at work that guides parents in 
narrative co-construction with their children, exploring the parental processes that lead 
children in building well-structured narratives. It will also explore the impact of these 
narrative abilities on future adaptive skills. In this context, specific narrative skills and 
components will be explored, including the integration of a new conceptualization for 
understanding and exploring narrative interaction between parents and children and its 
impact on ensuing narrative structure. 
Understanding Narrative Through Attachment Theory 
Developing your own life story is an important accomplishment, as is being able 
to share these autobiographical stories with others. Narrative is self-definitional (Fivush, 
1994); it helps people identify themselves and it is the main way we understand our own 
experiences and make them meaningful. Attainting the ability to create a narrative gives 
a person a new way to organize and make sense of experiences (Baumeister & Newman, 
1994; Oppenheim, Emde, & Wamboldt, 1996; Polkinghome, 1998). By relating life 
stories, an individual can tell someone about himself. This achievement highlights the 
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purpose ofnarratives (Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1996). By being able to organize 
information and assimilate new experiences into an understanding of oneself, a person 
builds a more stable notion of self. 
This process does not take place in isolation. First narratives are not individual 
constructions. On the contrary, interactions between parent and child shape these 
burgeoning narratives-they are co-authored (Wahler & Castlebury, 2002). These 
narratives are always spoken, they are always told to someone (Hermans, 1996). As 
young children begin to learn to speak and tell their stories, this learning takes place 
within the context of social activities (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). Children's early efforts 
are largely supported by adults who scaffold their words and help them shape their stories 
by asking questions, adding content, and supporting the structure and direction of the 
stories (Hudson, 1990; Oppenheim, Emde, & Wamboldt, 1996). Research that follows 
Vygotsky's (1978) theories ofdevelopment has relied on socio-cultural factors and has 
focused on parent-child conversations about the past. Vygotsky proposed that 
development takes place within meaningful exchanges in which an older, more 
accomplished member ofthe culture shelters and guides a younger and more 
inexperienced member of the culture. This theoretical base is used in much research on 
narrative development in children as children are described as accomplishing narrative 
goals with parental help and intervention. According to this view, the child grows more 
proficient in narrative skill over time, and the responsibility for remembering events and 
organizing the narrative gradually passes from the parent to the child as the child grows 
older (Fivush, 1994; Habermas & Bluck, 2000). 
7 
But within what context can this Vygotskian development take place? This is 
where the importance of the contribution of the attachment theorists is evident. There is 
an intricate ground upon which this narrative skill can build. For the child to optimally 
engage in these co-constructions, certain things have to be present. The attachment 
theorists help lay the groundwork which serves as the backdrop for successful narrative 
construction on the part of the child. 
At the basis for the development ofnarrative in children is the attachment that 
exists between parent and child. It is beyond the scope of this paper to provide an 
exhaustive review of the development of this attachment, rather, the pieces key to 
ensuing narrative development will be reviewed. ' 
According to the attachment theorists, as a person prepares to become a parent, 
she begins to create representations ofbeing a parent. These models are influenced by 
her own attachment representations, as well as her experiences as a child with her own 
parents. These attachment experiences can be explored through the parent's own 
personal narrative (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). Hence, it is important to note that 
the parent brings her own experiences and attachment history, in the form of her own 
personal narrative, into the process ofher child's narrative development. 
These representations have at their core the parent's own early attachment 
representations. The parent's ability to create inner working models ofparenting and of 
her child is guided by her own early experiences. While the quality of the parent's 
models are guided by her own earlier attachment models, the quality of the model also 
impacts future parenting behavior (Slade, Belsky, Aber, & Phelps, 1999), as well as the 
quality of the child's attachment to the parent (van IJzendoom, 1995). The healthy co­
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construction ofnarrative between parent and child is reliant on the template the parent 
brings to the situation in the form ofher own experiences and her own narratives which 
guide her understanding of the world and her relationships with others. 
John Bowlby's is one of the founding voices that has explored and attempted to 
explain the processes that take place as parent and child attach to each other. Bowlby 
began studying attachment after a request by the World Health Organization during the 
aftermath of World War II when many children were separated from their parents and 
were cared for in orphanages and institutions (Cole & Cole, 1993). 
Bowlby proposed that the process of forming attachments is a process that is 
supportive ofsurvival, and his theory was evolutionary in nature. Making attachments is 
driven through proximity-maintaining behavior, according to Bowlby. His hypothesis is 
that there is a balance that the infant senses between the need to explore the world around 
him and the need to stay close to his mother and ensure safety. This balance between 
safety and exploration is also sensed on the part of the parent. The balance is dynamic in 
nature in that it is ever shifting. When either the parent or the child senses that the other 
is too far away, that member of the pair becomes upset and moves to reduce the distance 
between them. This shifting balance provides the child a safe base from which they can 
venture out and explore as well as to which they can safely return. Both parent and child 
are responsible for maintaining this balance with each other, although early on the bulk of 
the responsibility is carried by the parent. As the child becomes more mobile, more of 
the responsibility shifts to them in maintaining this balance (Cole & Cole, 1993). 
It is within this shifting balance, this attachment between parent and child, that a 
child can begin to build the skills that are necessary in constructing a healthy narrative. 
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In some dyads, the shifting balance works well, while in other dyads one or both 
members of the pair experience neglect on behalf of the other member. Some parents 
and/or children are too quick to reduce the distance between each other, while others are 
too slow to respond to the distance (Cole & Cole, 1993). Disturbances in the early 
attachment to the parent, such as disturbances in maintaining this balance, can result in 
various struggles and emotional difficulties. It is important for a child to have confidence 
in the availability of the people who care for him. This confidence provides the 
groundwork for the development of overall emotional stability. As the child has different 
experiences with the caregiver, the child begins to build a series of expectations about 
when or if this person will consistently be available. These expectations are a reflection 
of the actual interactions that have taken place between the two (Greenberg & Mitchell, 
1983). 
In optimal situations, the parent and child are attuned to one another, a stance 
(Kochanska, 2002) refers to as mutually responsive orientation. Kochanska defines this 
stance as "a positive, close, mutually binding and cooperative relationship, which 
en~ompasses two components: responsiveness and shared positive affect" (p. 192). 
According to Kochanska, responsiveness is "the parent's and the child's willing, 
sensitive, supportive, and developmentally appropriate response to one another's signals 
of distress, unhappiness, needs, bids for attention, or attempts to exert influence [and] 
shared positive affect refers to the 'good times' shared by the parent and the child­
pleasurable, harmonious, smoothly flowing interactions infused with positive emotions 





their parents as well as expectancies that their parents will be supportive and responsive 
to them. 
In less optimal situations, children without this trust and these coherent inner-
working models can become overwhelmed by distressing information. In the face of 
such experiences, these children cannot maintain a coherent sense of self, and these 
poorly integrated models have a detrimental impact on their abilities to create a coherent 
narrative (Shields, Ryan, & Cicchetti, 2001). Following the reasoning of Main, Kaplan, 
and Cassidy (1985), it stands to reason that this initial lack of a coherent inner working 
model, which hurts the ability to produce coherent narratives, is also important in 
thinking of the possible ensuing cycle. If as a child, a person lacks this mutual 
responsiveness in their relationship with a parent, then this person could grow up to be a 
parent that cannot foster a mutually responsive orientation with their own child. This is a 
pattern that does not seem to exist in isolation, dyad to dyad. Rather, the parent brings 
their own experiences to the process, and children grow up to again bring their own 
experiences and abilities to the process in the next generation. 
Kochanska's (2002) concept ofmutual orientation is key to how the process of 
narrative development takes place between parent and child. It is this mutual orientation 
that provides the foundation upon which narrative building can take place. This is what 
motivates the child to participate in the cooperative narrative building that the social 
constructivists have explored and described. Without this background, the motivation for 
the child to participate with the parent in this cooperative endeavor is somehow lacking. 
This motivation, this necessary foundation for narrative co-construction, is something 
that seems to be missing from much of the social constructivist literature. 
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Narrative Construction as a Social Constructivist Process 
The following discussion ofnarrative development and co-construction, as 
supported by the research of the social constructivists, will assume the presence of an 
optimal situation with a mutually oriented parent and child. Once this background is 
present, narrative skills can begin to emerge early in life. Research has shown that 
children as young as two years old are able to talk about specific events when aided by 
their parents (Hudson, 1990), and three-year-olds are able to tell stories using narrative 
format (Fivush & Haden, 1997). By preschool, basic narrative ability has developed 
(Hudson & Nelson, 1986), and children are able to begin to organize their thoughts and 
experiences into spoken narratives. This supports the notion that as preschoolers, 
children are beginning to organize their memories into a personal life history (Nelson, 
1996; Welch-Ross, 1995). Early on, responsive parents talk with their children about 
what is going on in the present. As children grow into toddlers, parents begin to break 
away from conversations about that concern the here and now and begin to reminisce 
with them, talking about past shared experiences (Hudson, 1990). Early on, primary 
caregivers, mostly mothers, provide the foundation and structuring for the fledgling 
narratives of their youngsters. It is the patterns that exist in these early relationships 
between parent and child that help to create healthy narrative structure (van IJzendoorn, 
1995). 
In studying the theory of mind ofpreschoolers, Welch-Ross (1995) concluded that 
mothers influence the development ofchildren's ability to participate in conversations 
about the past, as well as their representational skills. In this work, mothers talked with 
their preschool aged children about three past events, and the children completed a group 
12 
oftheory ofmind tasks. Observations of these discussions and theory ofmind tasks 
revealed that the frequency ofmother's elaborative statements was positively related to 
their children's ability to reason about conflicting representations. In discussing this 
finding, Welch-Ross suggests that mothers' elaborative statements give children a chance 
to coordinate different representations ofthe past with their own representations. In this 
study, the children who performed better on the theory ofmind tasks showed higher 
levels of representational thinking and were also more active in their conversations about 
past events with their mothers than the children who did not perform as well on the 
theory of mind tasks. The children with less sophisticated representational thinking 
offered less new information and were less active in the conversations about past events. 
Perhaps the children whose mothers use a good deal ofelaborative statements in these 
conversations about past events are allowed a chance to practice their stories, and as a 
result, they begin to appreciate the complexities of life with other people, an 
understanding that promotes cooperation with their parents (Goin ~ Wahler, 2001). 
Many authors have studied maternal impact on ensuing children's narratives 
(Harley & Reese, 1999; McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Nelson, 1973; Reese & Fivush, 
1993). Many of the studies have in their fmdings a classification system for types of 
parents in terms of their participation in narrative building and promotion with their 
children. One set of classifiers labels parents as "high elaborative" or "repetitive." 
Repetitive mothers are also called "low elaborative" or "topic-switching" (Haden, Haine, 
& Fivush, 1997). Both Reese and Fivush (1993) and McCabe and Peterson (1991) 
describe these parental styles ofnarrative promotion. High elaborative parents are those 
parents who ask questions about the stories their children tell, prompt their children to 
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continue with the story, and add to the information presented in the story with new 
details. These parents provide a good deal of scaffolding and structure for their 
children's stories, and they discuss topics at length (Reese & Fivush, 1993). Repetitive 
parents, however, do not engage in the same kinds of scaffolding behaviors with their 
children. Instead, repetitive parents repeat their questions and statements often and 
approach their children with memory prompts and fill in the blank questions (e.g., "We 
went to the store and bought ... ?"). Their style is described as 'testing,' and their 
conversations are often not lengthy (Reese & Fivush, 1993). Longitudinal studies 
(Hudson, 1990; McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Reese & Fivush, 1993) continue to show that 
over time, children ofhigh elaborative parents spontaneously produce more coherent 
narratives than their peers who were not the beneficiaries of such scaffolding. Children 
of high elaborative mothers include more unique information in their narratives than the 
children of low elaborative mothers, and they also provide more memory repetitions than 
their peers (Harley & Reese, 1999). The repetitive style is not associated with 
participation in talking about events. On the contrary, Reese and Fivush (1993) found 
that the repetitive style was related to 40-month-old children not responding to prompts 
to reminisce. 
Snow and Tabor (in McCabe & Peterson, 1991) also created categories of 
maternal communication style. They outlined three styles ofmothers' elicitation of 
narratives from their children. The three styles that were identified were passive, 
collaborative, and confrontational. Passive mothers were described as those who are 
interested in what their child is saying, but they do very little to encourage the child to 
elaborate upon the story. Collaborative mothers are those who ask more questions and 
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provide summaries and evaluative statements. Confrontational mothers are those who 
demand clarity in their children's narratives, but provide little help in achieving this 
clarity. High elaborative and collaborative parents seem similar in that they both provide 
structure and scaffolding to their children's emerging narratives, rather than being a 
passive listener or implementing 'pop-quiz' like tools for encouraging participation. 
Nelson's (1973) categorization ofparental styles is slightly different than those 
set forth by Reese and Fivush or by Snow and Tabor. From studies ofmothers with their 
one and two-year-old children, Nelson describes a positive cognitive style in which 
parents ask frequent questions, give fewer directions and/or corrections, and make more 
elaborative statements. Children whose parents use a positive cognitive style, according 
to Nelson (1973), have better articulation and can put together more complex sentences. 
In this view ofparental styles, other parents use a negative cognitive style, which is 
characterized by negation ofchildren's behavior and frequent instructions and 
corrections. 
Although the parental styles ofcommunication are helpful in considering the 
interaction between parent and child, these characterizations do not take into 
consideration the narrative skills ofthe parent, which are influenced by the parent's own 
attachment history. Perhaps the parents who are labeled as high elaborative, 
collaborative, or as having a positive cognitive style, those parents who are more 
facilitating with narrative building with their children, are also parents with a more 
positive attachment history and better structured narratives. Conversely, perhaps the 
parents who have a poorer attachment history as evidenced by less well structured 
narratives are those parents who are characterized as low elaborative, passive, 
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confrontational, or as having a negative cognitive style. Regardless, it is again apparent 
that the social constructivist literature would benefit from the inclusion of the 
contributions of the attachment theorists. 
Wahler and Castlebury (2002) claim that parents seem to naturally question the 
structural aspects of their children's narratives rather than questioning the content. This 
dialogue helps children improve the structure and content of their narratives as the parent 
provides scaffolding for the structure of their stories with comments and questions. As 
the structure of the narrative improves, Wahler and Castlebury state that the necessary 
changes in content will come on their own. This seems like it could be one of the 
processes at play for dyads with high elaborative or collaborative mothers, but a less 
likely process for repetitive, passive, or confrontational mothers. 
Other maternal impacts on child narrative development include details about how 
long a mother lets her child speak, as well as how and if she prompts her child to provide 
contexts to a story. In one observation, the greater number ofwords preschool children 
used with interacting with their mothers, the more words and the greater variety of words 
they would use when constructing narratives individually. Also, as the length of time the 
mother let the child speak during tum-taking conversations increased, the length of time 
and variety of words used would also increase in individual narrative creation (Minami, 
2001). Another pattern that Peterson and McCabe (1997) identified was that parents who 
most often prompted their young children to provide contexts to their stories had children 
who were more likely to provide context as to where and when in their individually 
constructed narratives once they were past three years old. 
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While it is well established among both the attachment theorists and the social 
constructivists that healthy narratives emerge from within a supportive relationship with a 
caregiver, the development is not a clear one-way trajectory from parent to child that can 
fully explain the processes at play during this important development. I have already 
described some of the foundation that seems necessary for the parent to be able and the 
child to be willing to engage in optimal narrative bUilding. Assuming that this foundation 
is set, there are other characteristics ofparent and child that stand to impact narrative 
development. 
In accordance with the attachment theorists' propositions concerning the 
importance of attachment, researchers have also reported that relationships within the 
family stand to influence the development ofnarrative skill in children. Coherence in 
narratives has been shown to be related to secure attachments within the family (Byng­
Hall, 1998). Many researchers see the ability to narrate well as a marker of successful 
attachment, with narrative skill outweighing narrative content (Holmes, 1999). As 
mentioned earlier, van I1zendoorn's (1995) meta-analysis concluded that it is the way a 
parent tells a story, rather than the content of the story, that matters in predicting their 
responsiveness to their child, and their own attachment history has a significant impact on 
the way they are able to narrate (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). It seems to be a 
fascinating and repeating cycle at work-a parent's own attachment history has an impact 
on their ability to create a healthy narrative, and their narrative skill has an impact on 
their responsiveness and attachment to their own child. Then this child's attachment with 
their parent is significant in their willingness and ability to co-construct their own 
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narrative. This child then takes their own attachment history and narrative skill through 
life and into their own future family. 
In an exploration ofhow attachment and narrative production are linked, 
Leibowitz, Ramos-Marcuse, and Arsenio (2002) had preschool children provide narrative 
responses to attachment related separations from their parents. They found that narrative 
coherence was positively related to positive attachment and negatively related to 
avoidance. That is, children who were securely attached to their caregivers were more 
likely to tell coherent stories, and children who used avoidance to cope with separation 
told stories that were less coherent. In this study, parental scaffolding was positively 
related to child reciprocity, suggesting that some kind of synchrony exists between 
optimal parent and child relationships as the child learns to create a narrative. Perhaps 
this is Kochanska's (2002) mutual orientation at work. Coherence in the created stories 
was also positively related to parental scaffolding and negatively related to parent and 
child negativity. Parents who helped scaffold stories for their children also had children 
who told more coherent stories (Leibowitz, Ramos-Marcuse, & Arsenio, 2002). 
In continuing support for the notion that attachment quality has an impact on 
narrative skill, Oppenheim, Nir, Warren, and Emde (1997) showed that 4 and 5 year-old 
children who were rated as more emotionally coherent and securely attached during 
narrative co-constructions with their mothers also had individually constructed narratives 
that were more coherent and had more pro-social and fewer aggressive themes. These 
results were also true one year later. These same children were also rated by their 
mothers as having fewer behavior problems both at the time of testing and one year later. 
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Social competence seems to playa role in the relationship between attachment 
and narrative skill. Page (1998) found that among pre-school aged children from 
divorced families, children rated as socially competent created different narratives than 
their less competent peers. In Page's study, socially competent children created 
narratives in which there were fathers that were involved in various parental roles in the 
child's life and mothers with whom the children had close relationships. This study 
seems to link the already mentioned correlates ofwell-developed narrative skill, social 
competence, and secure attachment. Perhaps though it is the narrative skill that enables 
the social competence, rather than the social competence facilitating the narrative skill. 
Sherman (1990) introduced the concept of the common family narrative where 
individuals work together to create a common story. Supporting the notion that more 
positive relationships between parents and children support healthier narrative 
production, Sherman found that in families where such co-constructions were absent, the 
parents seemed to have difficulties creating and maintaining relationships with their 
children. By co-drafting and co-constructing these family narratives, it is proposed that 
chaos is minimized and order is maximized within the family (Taylor, 1995). The family 
relationships also seem to set the stage for the individuals in the family to move out on 
their own and create their own well put together stories. 
Attachments within the family stand not only to impact the development of 
narrative skills when children are young, but they also impact later adult narrative tone 
and quality (McAdams, 1993). Among adults, much like children, securely attached 
adults tell more coherent life stories than their insecurely attached peers (Newman, 2001). 
Attachment styles may influence a person's ability to maintain a stable identity and to 
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work through developmental challenges. These individual attachment styles influence 
how an adult constructs narratives which tell their stories ofpast experiences 
(Mcwilliams, 1995). In a circular pattern, children's attachments playa role in their 
narrative development which seems to stick with them through adulthood, and as they 
transfonn from needing a caregiver to being a caregiver, their attachment impacted 
narrative capacities and styles affect their attachment to their infant (Holmes, 1999). 
The impact ofparental gender has been studied by the social constructivists, and 
many authors claim that mothers and fathers use different styles from each other when 
talking to their children. Since mothers are more often the primary caretakers, fathers are 
often less familiar with their children's patterns of speech. They also don't know their 
children's stories as well as the mothers do (Haden, Haine, & Fivush, 1997). This may 
be why fathers often provide less scaffolding for their children in conversations (Dchs, 
Taylor, Rudolph, & Smith, 1992). In their state of unfamiliarity, fathers don't know as 
well where to provide prompts or cues for their children's stories. This unfamiliarity 
should not be viewed as detrimental. This differentiation between mothers and fathers 
may help children reach out to communicate with less familiar listeners. Eisenberg 
(1997) proposed the theory of the listener, stating that children tell different narratives, 
depending on the audience. Since fathers are often less familiar listeners, children use 
different narrative skills with their fathers than they do with their mothers. Haden, Haine, 
and Fivush (1997) found that both boys and girls at 40 and 70 months ofage used more 
advanced narrative skills while talking to their fathers than they did with their mothers. 
While talking to their fathers, children have been shown to take on more of the 
responsibility for remembering portions oftheir stories than they do when talking with 
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their mothers. With this added responsibility and less parental scaffolding, children have 
to work harder when talking with their fathers, but not as hard as they would have to 
work to talk to people who are completely unfamiliar (Reese & Fivush, 1993). 
In continued investigation into the possible differences between the way mothers 
and fathers promote narrative building with their children, mothers have been shown to 
talk more overall with their children about past events than fathers. Mothers have also 
been shown to use more emotion words and to talk more about emotional aspects of an 
event than fathers (Fivush, Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 2000). 
Despite these findings, not all researchers agree as to whe'ther or not mothers and 
fathers use significantly different styles ofcommunication when talking with their 
children. After observing both mothers and fathers reminisce with their children about 
past events, Haden, Haine, and Fivush (1997) did not find significant differences between 
mothers and fathers in terms ofhow they reminisced with their children. Perhaps more 
than gender, it is the template ofnarrative building that the parent brings to the 
interaction rather than the gender ofthe parent that matters. 
Characteristics ofthe child may also color the narrative interaction that takes 
place between parent and child. Age and gender are two characteristics that have been 
explored. With gender, researchers have explored how boys and girls display different 
patterns and processes as they learn to build a well-structured narrative. Daughters are 
shown to be more participatory than boys in conversations (Reese & Fivush, 1993), and 
they have also been shown to talk more about emotional aspects of an event than their 
male peers when reminiscing with their parents (Fivush et. aI., 2000). At 40 months, girls 
have told longer narratives that have more evaluative and orienting material than boys, 
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and their inclusion of such material in their narratives increased more over time than that 
ofboys (Eisenberg, 1997). In studies where there was a difference in the narrative 
characteristics ofboys and girls, this difference was not related to a difference in 
linguistic ability (Reese & Fivush, 1993). 
Parents also seem to interact differently with their children depending on the 
gender of the child. Parents of daughters have been shown to be generally more 
elaborative than parents of sons. That is, parents of girls talk longer and provide more 
narrative scaffolding. This pattern has been seen as based on the parent's gendered 
expectations of the child, rather than on the child's language expectation (Reese & 
Fivush, 1993). Again, when talking with their children about sad events, both mothers 
and fathers have been shown to use more emotion words with their daughters than they 
did with their sons. Both mothers and fathers, when talking to their daughters, have also 
placed emotionally laden experiences in a more interpersonal context than when talking 
with their sons (Fivush et. al., 2000). 
These patterns seem to hold on into adulthood, SImilar to the patterns associated 
with attachment quality. In both children and adults, females use more dialogue in their 
narratives than do males, and it is suggested that these gender differences are transmitted 
from parent to child (Ely, Gleason, & McCabe, 1996). Girls grow up to have richer 
narratives and they also seem to place greater value on reminiscing with others about past 
events. This may be due to parents of girls being more elaborative than the parents of 
boys (Reese & Fivush, 1993), so early on girls are exposed to more opportunities to 
reminisce with their parents and this helps them build more elaborate narratives. This 
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may also affect the differences in patterns ofcommunication between mothers and fathers 
and their children. 
Age is another important factor in narrative development that has been explored. 
It is not a surprise that younger children have less mature and less developed narratives 
while older children have more complex narratives that show more social-psychological 
understanding (Genereux, 1999). Older children not only create narratives that are 
longer, but they provide more contextual information that provides both orienting and 
evaluative material. Younger children construct narratives that are more rudimentary and 
provide little orienting information to the listener (Haden, Haine, & Fivush, 1997). By 
the age of 5, children are able to construct stories of life events not only temporally, but 
they are also able to incorporate what initiated the situation as well as the resolution of 
the situation in their stories. By between 9 and 11 years old, children can construct 
narratives that are almost as developed as those ofmost adults (Habermas & Bluck, 
2000). 
The age ofa child can also have an impact on the narrative building interaction 
between parent and child. Parental narrative input is different for children ofdifferent 
ages, and there is a developmental trend in terms ofdevelopment and structure. In terms 
of structure, parents provide structure that is developmentally similar to the narrative 
structure of their children (Stavans, 1996). For instance, Gray (2002) found that mothers 
of 3 and 4 year olds speak differently than mothers of 6 and 7 year olds. Mothers of 3 
and 4 year olds concentrate more on maintaining positive emotion during narrative 
exchanges with their children, while mothers of 6 and 7 year olds concentrate more on 
socializing their children and teaching them responsibility (Gray, 2002). In another 
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example of the differentiation in how parents speak with children of different ages, Jin 
and Naka (2002) found that in conversations about past event with their children, ages 3 
to 5, Chinese parents spoke more with their younger children, and there was less parental 
speech with the older children. The same Chinese parents also asked their younger 
children more yes/no questions, more 'what' questions, and more repetitive questions (Jin 
& Naka, 2002). 
Other factors that can contribute to differences in narrative development processes 
include cultural factors (Han, Leichtman, & Wang, 1998; Markus & Kitayama, 1994), as 
well as environmental factors such as overcrowding in the home (Evans, Maxwell, & 
Hart, 1999). 
Types of Communication and the Importance of Elaborative Discourse 
Parents seem to use different communication practices when engaged in 
conversations with their children. The discourse between parent and child can serve 
different functions-parents can be trying to teach something, trying to convey certain 
information, or trying to illicit certain information. When trying to teach something, 
parents can teach their children in different ways. One way is to relay rules and moral 
teachings during episodes ofdiscourse. These messages are unidirectional, and can be 
best understood as lessons, as introduced by Wabler and Smith (1999). Lessons are used 
mostly for teaching or instruction, and might sound something like, "Take the trash out," 
or, "You should share with your brother because it's the right thing to do." These 
statements have a unidirectional nature to them, and they are used to convey some sort of 
information from the parent to the child. Lessons can also be understood as control 
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attempts on the part ofthe parent. Attempts at control include making requests, giving 
directions, and/or making demands, since all of these overtures expect some known 
response by the child, such as compliance with the direction or command. 
Lessons can be understood as "illustrations, demonstrations and the highlighting 
ofnatural occurrences ... [and] can involve the child's actual participation in some 
contingency and/or hearing about or witnessing the phenomenon in operation with the 
child or with some other person" (Wahler & Smith, 1999, p. 136). Certainly, parents can 
communicate their knowledge to their children through lessons (Eyre & Eyre, 1993; 
Kersey, 1983), but other authors, such as Faber and Mozlish (1980), point out that 
children can better begin to find their own voices when engaged in elaborative discourse 
with their parents. 
Wahler and Smith (1999) call this elaborative discourse dialogue. Dialogue is a 
much looser and more open form ofcommunication as the parent asks the child for 
opinions, thoughts, and commentary. A question as simple as, "What do you think about 
that?" can open a world ofpotential for the person being asked. The person, in this case 
the child, has been invited to share their thoughts and feelings in an open forum of 
discussion. Rather than being expected to follow a rule that has been explained or to 
• 	 comply with an instruction, when engaged in this elaborative discourse, this dialogue, the 
child is free to respond with his own thoughts and feelings. 
Dialogue often begins as scaffolded communication between parent and child 
when talking about recollections ofpast events. A parent and child might reminisce 
about an event together, remembering when it happened, who was there, and what was 
going on (peterson, 1990). This type of communication usually begins once a child 
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learns to speak, supported by his parent(s) (Hudson, 1990). As has been described 
previously, children's first narratives are thought of as being co-constructed since parents 
and children build these first stories together (Wahler & Smith, 1999). 
Lessons and dialogue in communication between parent and child can yield very 
different products from the child. While lessons imply some sort of expected action on 
the part ofthe child, such as the acquisition of a certain teaching or moral, or the 
compliance to an instruction, dialogue lacks this specific expected reaction on the part of 
the child. Within dialogue between parent and child, the child is free to respond in a 
variety ofways. There are more 'degrees of freedom' open to the child within the 
context of dialogue, degrees of freedom that are lacking within the context of lessons. 
When the parent is open to and asks for thoughts and opinions from the child, the child 
has been invited to put together his own feelings and communicate them to an open 
listener. In this context, the child is in the lead, and the responsive parent is there to 
follow wherever the lead may go. 
As Wahler and Smith (1999) point out, successful parenting can be characterized 
by the integration of lessons and dialogue. They also acknowledge that integrating these 
types of communication can be a struggle for some parents. With the freedom to share 
their own ideas, children can be more apt to share opinions that differ from those of their 
parents, and this can be a potentially threatening situation for some parents. It is also 
possible that some parents avoid dialogue because they feel that they lose some of the 
control over the direction of the communication, as opposed to lessons, where the parent 
holds the reins. 
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Balanced use of lessons and dialogue, such as Wahler and Smith (1999) describe 
as being optimal, seems that it could be related to parenting style. Parents whose style is 
best described as authoritative or autonomous are those who seem to combine limit 
setting with autonomy granting, thus integrating the use of lessons and dialogue in their 
interactions with their children. It seems reasonable to speculate, using Baumrind' s 
(1968) parenting styles, how her other parenting styles seem to illustrate a possible 
imbalance between the use of lessons and dialogue. Authoritarian parents are the parents 
that would seem to rely on lessons while ignoring the need for dialogue, as these are the 
parents who put a great value on the strict adherence to rules, with little awareness of or 
interest in open communication. Permissive parents, on the other hand, are those that 
would seem to err on the other side, possibly providing opportunities to engage in 
dialogue, but failing to use lessons appropriately as they set very few limits or rules, 
instead allowing their children to set their own boundaries. Again, children of 
authoritative parents have been shown to be more competent than the children of 
authoritarian or permissive parents (Maccoby & Martin, 1983). This supports 
Baumrind's suggestion that a certain style ofparenting is more conducive to raising well­
adapted children, as well as the proposal that the integration of lessons and dialogue is 
optimal for children. Future research would be wise to investigate how this balance 
between lessons and dialogue works, and what parenting style seems to promote such a 
balance. 
Research has shown that both lessons and dialogue are important factors in terms 
of fostering socialization and competence (Raver, 1996). However, Wahler and Smith 
(1999) point out that little work has been done to understand the integration of lessons 
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and dialogue in successful parenting. While much research has been done concerning the 
communication between parent and child, the distinction between lessons and dialogue is 
largely missing. While it seems accurate to say that lessons and dialogue are both 
necessary in daily communication, the absence of one or the other would appear to be 
detrimental. Given that a balance between these two types ofcommunication seems 
optimal, future work would be wise to examine how this balance best works, as well as 
what kinds ofparents are best able to achieve and promote this balance. 
Future beneficial work in this area could not only explore the optimal balance 
between lessons and dialogue and the types ofparents who achieve this balance, but 
could also explore the power of dialogue in communication between parent and child. I 
have already mentioned the challenge some parents face concerning balancing the use of 
lessons and dialogue and including dialogue in their communication with their children. 
This is particularly troubling considering the potential strength ofdialogue and the skills 
that a child can attain through exposure to dialogue. Drawing again from van 
IJzendoorn's (1995) meta-analysis, we know that it is the way a parent tells a story that 
matters in regard to their responsiveness to their child. We also know that children who 
are more skilled in narrative construction are better adjusted and more socially 
competent. Dialogue, this elaborative discourse, seems key in achieving this narrative 
mastery, since by definition, dialogue encompasses the co-construction between parent 
and child as they reminisce together. By integrating lessons and dialogue into everyday 
interactions, children are able to learn to respond appropriately to limits and boundaries 





How is it that having a balance between lessons and dialogue, and thereby having 
an opportunity to engage in dialogue would promote more narrative construction skill in 
children? It stands to reason that children who have more opportunities to create and 
recreate stories within a safe and supportive context with their parents also have more 
opportunities to edit and revise their stories. This chance to practice can provide a space 
for their narrative skills to grow and develop. Children whose parents are not as 
proficient at balancing lessons and dialogue, and instead presumably rely more heavily 
on lessons, would not have as much opportunity to practice constructing narratives, so it 
stands to reason that these children would have narratives that are less well-constructed. 
The children who are provided opportunities to reminisce and practice dialogue 
are also likely better able to handle new experiences. The ability of a child who can 
reminisce to better handle a new experience can be attributed to the wider perspective of 
the child with more experience with and exposure to dialogue. With this reasoning, the 
child who can reminisce has a better ability to see the 'big picture.' With this 
strengthening ability to 'see outside the box,' the child can take in new experiences and 
assimilate them into their understanding of the world. When parents are less able to 
integrate lessons and dialogue in their communication with their children, and rather rely 
on teaching and giving instructions, their children would seem to have less opportunity to 
gain this wider perspective. Instead of wording things themselves and connecting old 
experiences with new experiences in a supportive narrative format, these children are 
more used to being expected to comply with directions or to internalize and follow other 
morals or teachings. With less of the ability to be flexible, new experiences could be 
harder to force into old molds ofunderstanding, much like trying to make a square peg fit 
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into a round hole. These children, whose parents rely on lessons rather than integrating 
dialogue into their routine communications, seem to simply not have had the chance to 
learn to think for themselves. 
This ability to be flexible that is fostered by exposure to and practice with 
dialogue, while also learning the importance of compliance and limits, can help a child be 
able to plan for things, to be proactive in their own lives. The reasoning is that during 
opportunities to engage in dialogue, the stories that are told and retold provide the child 
with a working model of the world. They provide a map. These working models, these 
maps, help the child take in new experiences as well as to plan for future experiences. 
The current stories mediate the impact of the earlier stories, affecting how the child 
understands the past events and what take-away lessons are learned from the experiences. 
Once the child can tell a well-structured story ofpast experiences, the child can also use 
these skills in the present. Remembering Welch-Ross's (1995) work, "children with 
higher levels of representational understanding were more active participants in 
conversations about the past" (p. 625), and that "children may be able to enter into a 
'meeting of the minds' in conversation as they develop the ability to reason about the 
representations of others in conjunction with their own and the understanding that current 
event knowledge is rooted in experience" (p. 625). Children develop this theory ofmind, 
this skill of representational understanding which renders them more able to tell a well­
structured story, by engaging in elaborative discourse with their parent. 
The parenting process that leads to this ability to plan and be proactive about the 
future is the use of dialogue and the encouragement ofelaborative discourse in shared 
reminiscing with the child, all within the context of the balanced use of lessons and 
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dialogue. The social constructivists have described the shared reminiscing that goes on 
. between parent and child, as the pair remembers events and outings together. But the 
social constructivists do not attend to the style ofparenting that lends itself to the 
integration of lessons and dialogue, the style of interaction that promotes dialogue, nor do 
they emphasize the potential powerful impact ofthis balance. Dialogue is the most 
responsive thing a parent can do with her child. This is because dialogue, at its heart, 
follows the needs of the child, rather than the needs of the parent. It is interactional. 
There is no immediate goal or direction in dialogue-no expectation of a rule to be 
followed or a command that expects obedience, as there are with lessons. The key is that 
both of these processes are developmentally important and have a significant role in 
parent-child communication. 
Given the importance of this balance and the necessity of another person to 
engage with, it is next important to come back to the idea ofparental style. It seems that 
mothers who are successful in socializing their children and helping them learn to create 
a healthy narrative display a certain parenting style that incorporates being responsive to 
their children as well as orchestrating elaborative discourse with them. The body of 
research in this area has yet to document a style ofparenting that fits this described style 
that promotes optimal narrative development. 
Baumrind's (1968) authoritative mother seems to value elaborative discourse and 
seems to integrate lessons and dialogue in her communication with her children. 
Baumrind describes these parents as those who enforce firm guidelines, use commands 
when necessary, and also encourage open communication while listening to their 
children's views. This type ofparent is one who clearly seems to integrate lessons and 
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dialogue and sees the value ofeach-the importance of learning appropriate limits and 
boundaries, as well as the importance of feeling heard and having an opportunity to voice 
one's own thoughts and opinions. Beyond Baumrind's model, which was not built on 
narrative indexes, perhaps there is a maternal style that involves a responsiveness in 
which the mother's sensitivity includes a balance between lessons and dialogue in her 
interaction with her children. A mother's belief in the value ofelaborative discourse and 
her attitude toward valuing her children's thoughts and opinions could have an impact on 
her propensity to encourage her child to participate with her in such discourse and to 
include these opportunities within a context that shapes and promotes the appropriate 
respect of limits. The mother's beliefs and values might also have an impact on her 
child's willingness to share his thoughts and opinions with her, bringing us back to the 
impact and importance of the parent's own attachment history and attitudes about 
parenting. The child's willingness to engage and the parent's own attitudes and values 
could work in tandem with the mother's knowledge of situations that called for the use of 
teaching through lessons. The mother's ability to appropriately integrate lessons and 
dialogue seems to be influenced by the delicate balance that is parenting style, which is 
driven by the parent's own history and the relationship between parent and child. This 
proposed balance could be defined through the child's ensuing responsiveness to the 
parent, a possible index ofhis willingness to engage with her, along with the coherence 
of the child's later constructed personal narratives, and index of the child's narrative skill 
as learned through interactions with the parent. It seems that children who would be 
more responsive, more willing to engage, and more skilled in narrative production would 
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be the children who had mothers who had a style that fostered a balance between lessons 
and dialogue, while encouraging and orchestrating elaborative discourse. 
The Present Study and Proposed Hypotheses 
How would it be possible to construct an index of this balance between lessons 
and dialogue in an effort to understand the process ofhow mother narrative impacts child 
narrative? Future beneficial research could explore how mothers use these components, 
lessons and dialogue, in communication with their children, as well as how they stand to 
impact ensuing child narrative development. Darling and Steinberg (1993) make a plea 
for future research to examine how child outcomes are related to parenting style and 
parenting practices, specifically understanding how specific practices work within the 
context of differing parenting styles. Observations ofday-to-day parent-child discourse 
could provide a glimpse into how mothers use these kinds of interactions with their 
children. Possible connections between mothers' uses of lessons and dialogue and 
measures of parent and child responsiveness, as well as measures ofnarrative 
construction, could be explored to begin to understand how the balance between lessons 
and dialogue relates to the relationship between the parent and child as well as the child's 
ability to narrate effectively and healthily. This work will attempt to answer some of 
these questions, and will attempt to clarify the process that mediates the relationship 
between parent and child narratives. 
A beneficial step for this body of research would be to explore the presence of 
lessons and dialogue in everyday interactions between parent and child. It is important to 
note that up to this point, much of the research in this area has been correlational and 
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non-experimental in design. From correlational research, it is hard to determine causality 
(Bakermans-Kranenburg, van IJzendoom, & Juffer, 2003). For example, in this situation, 
it is hard to determine whether or not the quality ofparent-child attachment causes the 
level of balance that is present, whether the attachment causes the parenting style, or 
whether the parenting style or the presence ofbalance drives the attachment relationship. 
That being said, a first step in this continuing research would be to investigate the balance 
between lessons and dialogue in conversations between parents and children. It will also 
be important to begin to understand what role parenting style plays in this development, 
since it seems that certain parents, perhaps driven by parenting style, are better able to 
integrate lessons and dialogue and promote elaborative discourse at home, thus providing 
their children an invaluable opportunity to engage in dialogue. Conversations between 
parents and children are important to the process because it is these everyday interactions, 
these routine communications, that build and shape a child's ability to create their own 
narratives. Not only do children get chances to practice narrative building during these 
interactions, but these interactions communicate the parent's attitude about the child to 
the child, whether the attitudes are explicitly articulated or not. Given the importance of 
routine communication, it seems that exploring the balance between lessons and dialogue 
in these interactions in parent-child conversations would be a helpful step in better 
understanding the formation and importance ofhealthy narrative development in 
children, a development ofmonumental importance with lasting effects. Further work 
would also be well-advised to explore the parental styles that promote well-balanced use 
of lessons and dialogue in everyday communication. Armed with more information, 
more work can be done to promote parenting behavior that in tum promotes healthy 
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narrative development on the part ofthe child. With better knowledge and guidance, it 
will be more and more possible to support a healthy cycle of children with healthy 
narratives growing up to have a parenting style that fosters an environment that nurtures 
the same optimal narrative growth in their future children. 
Linkage between Mother and Child Narratives 
The present study aims to understand more about the process that occurs between 
parents and children, the process that can either support or hinder a child's efforts to 
create a well-structured narrative. The present study will attempt this by using the 
models explained here to understand observations ofmothers and their children. Figure 
A-I, Flow of Impact ofMother's Narrative (please see Appendix) captures the flow of 
the process that has been proposed here, the process that will be further explored here. 
This chart can serve as a visual simplification of an intricate process that is not yet 
fully understood. The overarching relationship, the relationship between the two 
endpoints, which has been found in other studies (Le., Champion, 2003; Schwartzman & 
Wahler, 2004), is the relationship that exists between a mother's narrative and her child's 
narrative. While we know that this relationship exists, we do not fully know what 
impacts this relationship, and what accounts for the implied impact of a mother's 
narrative on her child's ensuing narrative. As has been outlined previously here, a 
mother's own attachment history drives her narrative and her ensuing sensitivity to her 
children (i.e., Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985; Slade, Belsky, Aber, & Phelps, 1999). As 
Kochanska (2002) outlined, the presence of this sensitivity on the part ofthe mother 
allows her child to trust her and then to enter into interactions with her. Kochanska calls 
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the presence of this sensitivity 'mutually responsive orientation,' and she describes it as 
being indicative ofa level of synchrony between parent and child. This synchrony is key 
as it promotes willingness on the part of the child to participate with the mother in 
narrative..building endeavors. This leads us to the importance ofwhat takes place in this 
interaction between mother and child. What has been proposed here is that a balance of 
lessons and dialogue in communication between parent and child is what will be most 
beneficial to a child attempting to create a coherent and rich narrative. 
The hypotheses that are proposed here advance in a series of steps. They are as 
follows: 
1. 	 CBCL indices will confirm that the sample gathered here is indeed a normal 
sample. 
2. 	 The Coding of Lessons and Dialogue (Vigilante, Champion, & Wahler, 2002) 
(COLD, described fully in the Methods section) is a new social transaction 
coding system, and it is expected that these normal children and their mothers 
will be in synch with each other. This should be shown by the sequential 
dependency data concerning the verbalization codes used in this system, 
including lesson, dialogue, questions, and commentary. . 
3. 	 Factor analysis, done to explore co-varying clusters of specific mother and 
child codes, is expected to produce three factors: lessons plus questions, 
dialogue plus questions, and commentary plus questions. These factors 
should reflect synchrony between mothers and children. 
4. 	 Mothers and children should produce similar levels ofnarrative structure, this 
will be evident from correlations between the narrative measures. 
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5. 	 Dialogue should mediate the co-variation between mother and child narrative 
structure. 
6. 	 Child narrative structure measures should co-vary with CBCL measures of 
adjustment. 
The confirmation of a normal sample should be revealed by synchronous social 
interaction between these mothers and their children (Le., Kochanska, 2002). Mean rank 
orders of the verbalization codes provided by the COLD system, along with sequential 
dependency data concerning the verbalizations, were used to confirm synchrony. These 
data will show that children generally follow their mothers in their use ofvarious 
verbalizations. 
Factor analysis done to explore the presence of co-varying clusters of mother and 
child verbalization measures should yield the presence of three factors. These factors 
should be on terms ofvariance accounted for, lessons and questions, second, dialogue 
and questions, and third, commentary. These factors should show that mothers and 
children largely communicate in a synchronous fashion, and that clusters of their 
communication modes should covary with one another, that is, both mothers' and 
children's use of lessons should hinge together, as should their use of dialogue and other 
modes of communication. These factors should also show that mothers and children 
mostly engage in lesson-oriented communication, followed by dialogue-oriented 
communication. Both the use of lessons and dialogue should be augmented by questions 
that search for more information and keep the conversation going, such as that which is 
portrayed by the mothers in Welch-Ross's (1995) study who used elaborative statements 
with their children, allowing them to practice their stories. The last factor should 
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represent commentary, or 'filler' conversation, a surface level ofchat that maintains a 
connection between parent and child, but does not have as its aim a goal to teach or 
guide, nor to prompt a discussion of thoughts, opinions, or feelings. Also an indication of 
synchrony, we expect the mothers and children in this sample to produce similar levels of 
narrative structure. This similarity in narrative structure should be evidenced by 
correlations between the narrative measures of the mother and the child. 
The present study predicts that the presence of dialogue is key for a child, because 
opportunities for dialogue, as it is defined here and in the Coding ofLessons and 
Dialogue system (Vigilante, Champion, & Wahler, 2002), define a child's opportunity to 
express his or her own thoughts, feelings, and opinions. Opportunities for dialogue also 
facilitate the child's skill in organizing memories into coherent stories. Given the 
importance of dialogue that has been outlined, this form ofverbal exchange should 
mediate the co-variation between mother and child narrative structure. That is, children 
whose parents rely on lessons and minimal dialogue should in turn have children who 
have less well-constructed narratives, in accordance with Wahler and Smith's (1999) 
hypothesis, as well as Reese and Fivush's (1993) hypotheses regarding repetitive 
mothers. Conversely, children whose parents provide more opportunities for dialogue 
should have better constructed narratives than their peers whose parents did not provide 
this opportunity. 
The last prediction in this progression comes back to the CBCL indices. It is 
predicted that measures ofchild narrative structure should co-vary with the CBCL 
measures of child adjustment, supporting narrative's indication ofoverall adjustment 





Twenty-six mother-child dyads were recruited for participation. Pairs were 
recruited from a large suburban elementary school ofapproximately 800 students, grades 
kindergarten through fifth, encompassing a wide socio-economic range. Letters to 
parents were sent home with the students. Parents were given the opportunity to request 
to not be contacted further. Approximately 100 families were contacted by phone, 
following up on the letter. During this phone call, parents were given the opportunity to 
ask questions, and observations were scheduled. No incentives were offered for 
participation. Participants were the 26 who consented to have a home observation. All 
of the children were in elementary school, and ranged in age from 6 to 11 years old. 
None of the children had a history of developmental delay or psychological impairment. 
Procedures 
Once the parents agreed to participate, home observations were scheduled. There 
were several guidelines to the observation that were explained to the family_ These rules 
included no television, no lengthy phone calls, and no video games. Within these 
parameters, there was more opportunity for interaction between the parent and child. The 
participants were also instructed to stay within two rooms. Apart from the explained 
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guidelines, the interaction between parent and child was not directed in any way by the 
examiners. 
Trained undergraduate and graduate students served as observers. Observations 
were coded using two systems. The first trained system was the coding ofnarratives, 
using the system outlined by Castlebury and Wahler (1998). Narratives were gathered by 
trained students who sat alone with the child and asked a series ofopen-ended questions, 
such as, "What's it like being at home with mom?" When the child was finished, the 
trained assistant then asked, "Is there anything you'd like to add to that?" The child was 
away from the parent during this time, so was free to speak as he wished. Parent 
narratives were gathered in much the same manner.' The gathered narratives were then 
scored for coherence and richness. The second system was the Coding of Lessons and 
Dialogue (COLD) (Vigilante, Champion, & Wahler, 2002). Using the COLD system, the 
observation of the interactions between mother and child were broken down into 15­
second intervals. These intervals were then coded for the presence ofdifferent 
classifications of verbalizations, including lessons, dialogue, questions, and commentary. 
Coding also included positive or negative valence for these interactions. 
A small packet of questionnaires was also completed by the parent and the child 
during the visit, and individual narratives from parent and child were gathered. For this 







Personal Narrative Codes 
Personal narratives were collected from both the parent and the child by the 
observer through prompts to talk about their own experiences. Narrative interviews 
consisted of six open-ended questions about the immediate and longer term past, with the 
focus on the child's family of origin. Each question was followed by the prompt, "Is 
there anything else you'd like to add?" Each question was then treated as its own chapter 
and coded using Castlebury and Wahler's (1998) coding manual. Narratives were scored 
for coherence and richness, using the system ofyes-no questions. Coherence scores 
measure the extent to which the story flowed logically, whether it was free from 
irrelevant and tangential information, and whether or not it made sense. Richness scores 
dealt with whether or not the narrator provided detail to the story, was able to offer 
evidence for the story, and whether or not she was able to take other peoples' 
perspectives in telling the story. 
Following are examples of child and parent narratives that were gathered, along 
with their coherence and richness scores. From a nine year old boys asked about life at 
home, 
I do all kinds ofstuff. Like I play video games in my room, fight with 
my little brother, and sometimes I make my bed My mom gets on me 
to do work like she told me yesterday that I needed to pick up my clothes 
that I left on the floor. I don't much like it and I think about telling her no, 
but I do what she says. (coherence =5, richness =4) 
I look at comic books and I eat breakfast and stufflike that. I like it cause 
my mom and dad are nice to me . (coherence =2, richness = 1) 
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From mothers asked about life at home, 
I am always busy and usually stressed But, I guess I expect that's what 
being a parent and a wife is all about. I am up at 6:00 a.m., my husband 
sleeps till 7:00 and then thefun starts. He gets the girls up and then I go 
into action. I expect them to help with breakfast while I do double duty 
with that, plusflXing their lunches. (coherence =5, richness = 5) 
I am committed to being there for my son and my husband andfriend 
I love it and I'd never want to do anything else. I've always been the 
kind ofperson who is there for people and I can't think ofanything else 
to tell you. (coherence =2, richness = 1) 
Observation Codes 
Observations were coded using the COLD system (Vigilante, Champion, & 
Wahler,2002). This is a new system whose aim was to differentiate between various 
types of verbal transactions between parent and child, more specifically to identify and 
differentiate between the two main categories ofcommunication, lessons and dialogue. 
Using this system, the length ofthe observation was coded by trained undergraduates. 
The kinds ofcommunication identified by the COLD system were lessons and dialogue, 
which have been defined earlier in this paper, along with questions, commentary, and 
elaboration. In this system, a statement was coded as 'lesson' ifit was an instruction 
from or to the parent, verbal compliance or opposition to an instruction by parent or 
child, answers to questions by parent or child, or an explanation or description to or from 
the child. A statement was coded as dialogue if it was a question or statement by parent 
or child which asked for thoughts, feelings, or opinions from the other member of the 
dyad. Commentary, as defined by the COLD system, is "descriptive speech [which] 
appears to be self-talk or thinking out loud by the speaker" (Vigilante, Champion, & 
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Wahler, 2002, p.3). This kind of communication is defined as when "individuals will 
offer commentary on behavior, opinions, feelings, and environmental events and 
experiences with no obvious relevance to the other member of the dyad" (Vigilante, 
Champion, & Wahler, 2002, p.3). Questions whose aim was to gather information and 
not to inquire about thoughts or feelings, or to guide towards sonle kind of teaching or 
lesson, were defined as 'question' by this coding system. An example of this kind of 
communication would be, "What time does your piano lesson start?" Questions whose 
aim was some sort ofprompt or teaching, such as, "Did you remember to write your 
grandmother a thank you letter?" or, "When did the Civil War end?" were coded as 
lessons. Elaboration of a topic was defined by this system as a continuance of a topic 
from one IS-second interval to the next. This distinction was aimed at identifying 
progression in the commWlication and to attempt to identify how often the pair shifted 
from one topic of conversation to another. Valence was also coded for these interactions. 
The valence was coded as positive if the statement was praise, or if a member of the dyad 
laughed appropriately. Verbalizations coded as having negative valence included crying, 
whining, statements made with a sharp tone of voice, yelling, complaining, or statements 
that were considered 'rude' or 'nasty.' Verbalizations that were considered neither 
positive or negative were considered to have a neutral valence. 
The hour long observation was broken into 15 second intervals for coding 
purposes, meaning several different verbalization codes could occur in the same interval, 
or that transactions could span over several intervals. 
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Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) 
The Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) (Achenbach, 1991) is a self-report 
measure ofbehavior problems which the parents in the study filled out regarding their 
children. The CBCL yields a total score, which is a composite of internalizing and 
externalizing scores. Internalizing behaviors, as measured by the CBCL, include 
symptoms ofdepression and anxiety, along with somatic complaints, and withdrawal. 
Externalizing problems, as measured by the CBCL, include signs of aggression and 
delinquency. 
Data Analyses 
The collected data was analyzed in a series ofsteps. First, reliability of both the 
narrative measures and the COLD system were evaluated. Next, mean rank orders of the 
various verbalizations were identified, in an effort to begin to investigate the presence of 
the proportions of the different types of verbalizations, as well as the presence of 
synchrony between the mother and child dyads. Conditional probabilities were 
calculated, in a further effort to identify the presence of synchrony in the dyads, showing 
ho:w mother and child verbalization codes linked together in the observations. 
Correlations between all of the mother and child narrative measures, CBCL scores, and 
the verbalizations from the COLD system were then performed to identify associations 
between these various measures. To identify covarying clusters ofmother and child 
verbalizations, a factor analysis was performed on the COLD data. The factors that 
emerged were named, then correlations were performed between these resulting factors, 





For the narrative measures, the Intrac1ass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) for 
mother narrative coherence = .68 and the alpha = .81, and the ICC for mother richness = 
.80, alpha = .89. For child narrative coherence, ICC = .67 and the alpha = .80, for child 
richness, ICC = .71, alpha = .83. Both coherence ICC's are rather low, below .70. 
Alphas for both scales of mother and child narrative measurement were strong, as they 
were above.70, which generally serves as the lower cutoff. 
COLD reliability was reported as Kappa, which represents interval by interval 
agreement with chance partialed out. For COLD mother codes, Kappas were as follows; 
mother question = .74, mother lesson = .84, mother elaboration = .91, mother negativity = 
.64, mother topic change = .71, mother dialogue = .80, and mother positivity = .79. For 
COLD child codes, Kappas were as follows; child question = .70, child lesson = .86, 
child elaboration = .83, child topic change = .56, and child dialogue = .61. High levels of 
agreement were represented by Kappas .80 and above, with good agreement shown by 
Kappas in the high .70's. Fair agreement was shown by Kappas in the low .70's. Kappas 
that were low and potentially pose problems for further interpretation were mother 
negativity, child topic change, and child dialogue, as they were all under .70. 
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Quality of Mother-Child Relationship 
Quality of the relationship between mother and child can be understood through 
both interaction measures and individual measures. Table A-I (please refer to the 
Appendix for all tables) reveals a first look at these data, showing that lessons were the 
predominant mode of communication used by both mothers (51 % ofthe time) and 
children (59%), followed by questions (23%/15%) and commentary (19%/20%). 
Dialogue was rarely present, with mothers only using dialogue 3% ofthe time, and 
children using dialogue less than 1 % of the time. Sequential dependency data are also 
reported in Table A-I. First, 82% of child lessons were immediately preceded by mother 
lessons, meaning that of the total number of child lesson codes in an observation, an 
average of 82% of them were immediately preceded by a verbalization coded as mother 
lesson. This shows that the use of lessons by mother and child were linked, and that 
mother and child were in synchrony with each other. Upwards of 90% of these 
interactions were coded as having neutral valence, which lets us deduce that these lesson­
oriented communications were neither coercive nor exceptionally pleasant exchanges 
between mother and child. Around 90% of the time, mother elaboration was immediately 
preceded by mother lesson, indicating that mothers were engaging in extended lessons. 
Sequential dependencies concerning the use of questions and commentary also supported 
mother-child synchrony. Fifty-six percent ofchild questions were preceded by mother 
questions, and 46% of child commentary was preceded by mother commentary. Thus, it 
would seem that these linkages reflected the mutual responsiveness described by 
Kochanska (2002), in which the children appeared to willingly engage in communication 
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with the parent. There were no sequentia1linkages evident with any of the dialogue 
codes. 
Table A ..2 presents the means of the CBCL measures and the individual narrative 
measures. First, CBCL T ..scores were well within the normal range, as was expected 
from this volunteer sample (T> 70 = clinical problems). Second, Table A..2 gives us 
information about the level ofnarrative structure demonstrated by the mothers and 
children. The mothers had very coherent narratives (M = 4.44 on a 5 point scale) that 
were only moderately rich (M =2.23 on a 5 point scale). Their children also had very 
coherent narratives (M =4.72), that were less rich (M =1.28). The means ofmother and 
child narrative coherence measures support our hypothesis that mothers and children 
should produce roughly similar levels ofnarrative structure. 
To investigate interrelatedness among the variables from the COLD system, 
correlations were run between all ofthe variables. These correlations are summarized in 
Table A-3. 
From the sequential dependency data presented in Table A-I, we would expect 
that mother lessons and child lessons would be positively correlated, and Table A-3 
confirms this (r = .66, p < .01). We would next expect that mother questions and child 
questions would also be positively correlated, which is also confirmed (r .83, p < .05), 
and that mother commentary and child commentary would be positively correlated, 




Factor Structure of the COLD System 
The correlations between the variables in the COLD system begin to paint a 
picture ofcommunication patterns between mother and child. This picture was further 
refined through a principal component factor analysis with varimax rotation. 
Table A-4 shows that five factors emerged from the factor analysis, using a cutoff 
eigenvalue of 1. Table A-4 shows the loading of the individual variables onto each of the 
5 resulting factors. 
The Quest for Information/Discovery factor, or factor 1, was the strongest factor 
and accounted for 36.25% of the variance. It was made up ofmother questions, child 
questions, and child dialogue. Mother and child were both asking questions, seeking 
information, and the child offered opportunities for dialogue. However, it is important to 
remember that although child dialogue did load onto this factor, this component occurred 
less than 1 % of the time. 
The second factor, labeled Lessons, accounted for 29.43% ofthe variance and 
was driven by mother and child using lesson oriented verbalizations, as well as 
elaborations of these verbalizations. 
Limit-Setting emerged as the third factor accounting for 15.67% of the variance. 
It was best characterized by the mother attempting to maintain control over her child as it 
was comprised ofmother negativity, in which the mother was used verbalizations coded 
as being somehow unpleasant in their tone. This could include raising her voice or 
speaking sternly. 
Transition, the fourth factor accounts for 8.67% of the variance and was 
characterized by change between topics, representing mother and child transitioning from 
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one topic ofconversation to another, or from one kind ofverbalization to another during 
an observation interval. 
The last factor and fifth factor, Dialogue, accounted for 5.87% of the variance, 
and was made up ofmother dialogue and child dialogue, which as was presented earlier, 
occurred very infrequently. It was characterized by a positive valence. 
Correlation of COLD Factors, Narrative Measures, and CBCL Scores 
In an effort to understand the relationships between the COLD factors, individual 
narrative skills, and CBCL scores, correlations were performed between these different 
measures. Several significant correlations emerged. Table A-5 shows this complete 
correlation matrix. 
Motber Narrative and Cbild Narrative Measures 
As was predicted, and as has been found previously, mother narrative coherence 
was positively correlated with mother narrative richness, which in turn was positively 
correlated with child narrative coherence. This again supported the claim that mother and 
child narratives would be related, as hypothesized by the ends ofthe flow chart presented 
in Figure B-1 (see Appendix for all figures). Mother coherence and child coherence were 
weakly correlated (r = .30, p = .14, 2-tailed). 
Narrative Measures and CBCL Scores 
CBCL externalizing scores were negatively correlated with child coherence (r = 
-.48), showing that children who had more coherent narratives were less likely to act out 
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and display externalizing behaviors. This supports previous assertions that narrative 
coherence can be understood as an overall measure of adjustment (Le., Wahler & 
Castlebury, 2002), and is also consistent with the prediction that was outlined earlier in 
this paper, that child narrative structure measures would co-vary with CBCL measures of 
adjustment. 
COLD Factors and CBCL Scores 
Significant correlations emerged between the CBCL scores and two of the factors 
extracted from the COLD system. CBCL total scores were positively and significantly 
correlated with both Lessons (r = .49) and Transition (r = .42) showing that children 
whose interactions with their mothers were characterized by either lessons or quickly 
shifting conversation also had more problems as measured by the CBCL. It is important 
to reiterate that the mean scores from the CBCL were sub-clinical in nature, and that this 
result did not suggest pathology in this volunteer sample. There was a particularly strong 
correlation between CBCL internalizing scores and the Lessons factor (r = .66, p < .01), 
showing that children whose mothers used more lesson-oriented verbalizations also had 
increased tendencies toward internalizing behaviors. Perhaps it is that children whose 
interactions with their mothers were more task -oriented were in situations that generated 
more pressure, and thus these children experienced more symptoms of depression and 
anxiety. Likewise, children whose mothers used fewer lesson-oriented verbalizations 
experienced less pressure and more freedom in their communication with their mothers, 
and thus exhibited fewer internalizing behaviors. 
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COLD Factors and Narrative Measures 
The following correlations, seen in Table A-5, represent the links between the 
endpoints outlined in Figure B-1, which depicted the proposed flow of the developmental 
process from mothers' narratives to their children's narratives. One prediction that was 
made previously in this paper was that dialogue would correlate with mother and child 
narrative structure, but as dialogue was rarely present in this sample, this prediction did 
not materialize. 
Correlations that did emerge include the negative one between mother narrative 
coherence and the mother-child Quest for InformationlDiscovery factor (r =-.61, p < 
.01). This is a puzzling result, as mothers who have less coherent narratives engaged in 
more information seeking communication with their children. This result will be 
explored further in the discussion section. 
Another significant correlation was the positive one between mother narrative 
richness and the Limit-Setting factor (r = .46, p < .05), showing that mothers with richer 
narratives engaged in more limit-setting behaviors with their children. Mothers with 
more narrative skill, as represented by increased levels of narrative richness, seemed to 
be more able to engage in this appropriate setting ofboundaries with their children, while 
mothers with less narrative skill seemed less able to engage with their children in this 
manner. 
A Possible Mediation Model 
It is important to note that the following groupings ofresults were not all 
statistically significant, and they are presented here in the spirit of generating hypotheses 
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for future research. As has been presented previously and can be seen in Table A-5, the 
Quest for Information factor from the COLD system was an inverse predictor of CBCL 
internalizing problems, and this relationship was nearly significant at the p < .05 level 
(r =-.44, P = .06, 2-tailed), while child narrative coherence was an inverse predictor of 
CBCL externalizing problems (r = -.48, P < .01, 2-tailed). Likewise, mother narrative 
coherence was negatively correlated with the Quest for Information factor (r = -.61, p < 
.01, 2-tailed), while mother narrative richness was positively correlated with child 
narrative coherence (r = .42, P < .01, 2-tailed). Please see Figure B-2 in the appendix for 
a visual description of these pathways. 
These results will be discussed further in the discussion section. Since the Quest 
for Information factor and child narrative coherence were correlated with separate CBCL 
indices, regression analyses could not be performed to confirm or deny the hypotheses 
that each mother narrative measure contributed unique variance to predicting child 
behavior problems. Again, this pattern of results is presented here in the spirit of 
generating future hypotheses, and ongoing research would be wise to continue to 




Quality of Mother-Child Interactions 
Synchrony and CBCL Child Adjustment 
The mothers and children in this sample seemed to be in synchrony with one 
another. Both mothers and children used the different kids ofverbalizations similar 
proportions of the time, and as evidenced by the sequential dependency data presented in 
Table A-I, children often followed their mothers in their use of lessons, questions, and 
commentary. Very frequently (82% ofthe time), if the mother led the interaction with 
the use ofa verbalization coded as lesson, her child followed in kind with a lesson­
oriented communication. The same was true for the use of questions (56%) and 
commentary (46%) oriented communication. The presence ofthis synchrony could be an 
indication ofmutually responsive orientation between parent and child, as described by 
Kochanska (2002). Kochanska proposed that synchrony between parent and child 
fosters willingness on the part of the child to participate in narrative construction 
endeavors with the parent, and calls this synchrony "mutually responsive orientation." 
Kochanska measured strength of mutually responsive orientation by observing dyads 
over time and coding "mother's responsiveness to her child's numerous signals ofneeds, 
signs ofphysical or emotional distress or discomfort, bids for attention, and social 
overtures (p. 193)," along with coding "shared positive affect by coding the flow of 
emotion expression for both the mother and the child over the course ofeach interaction, 
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focusing particularly on the times when [mother and child] both displayed positive 
emotion (p. 193)." She states that a child who is part of a responsive dyad is more likely 
to trust his parent and to be more eager to cooperate and participate in narrative-building 
conversations with his parent. 
Correlations between Mother Narrative Richness, Child Narrative Coherence, 
and CBCL Adjustment 
Mother narrative richness was correlated with child narrative coherence (r = .42, 
P < .05, 2-tailed), which in turn was inversely correlated (r = -.48, P < .05, 2-tailed) with 
externalizing problems, meaning that mothers with richer narratives had children who 
had more coherent narratives, and these children were less likely to exhibit externalizing 
behaviors. This is also true in reverse, that it seems that well-adjusted children would be 
more apt to tell coherent stories and their mothers would be more likely to tell rich stories 
about being mothers. 
We assume van Ilzendoorn (1995) would say that mother narrative richness 
would be the more relevant narrative measure to consider, since the components of his 
measure 'coherence' was more like the measure defined as 'richness' here, dealing with 
the level of depth and detail in the story. van Ilzendoorn's meta-analysis showed that 
narrative structure, rather than content, was the primary predictor of a parent's sensitivity 
to her child. In turn, Kochanska (2002) found that this responsiveness on the part of the 
mother will foster willingness on the part of the child to participate in the collaborative 
co-constructed narrative building exercises described as so important by Wabler and 
Castlebury (2002), Oppenheim, Emde, and Wamboldt (1996), and Hudson (1990). 
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Mother narrative richness was correlated with child narrative coherence. 
Consistent with this finding is the previously discussed work of Welch-Ross (1995), who 
showed that the frequency ofmothers' elaborative statements, which could be seen as 
being consistent with the presence ofmother narrative richness, was positively related to 
their children's ability to reason about conflicting representations. Elaborative statements 
could be understood as being consistent with the presence ofnarrative richness since the 
measure ofrichness identifies the presence ofdetails, as well as asking for and including 
details. Welch-Ross suggested that the presence of these mother elaborative statements 
gave the children an opportunity to coordinate different representations of the past with 
their own representations. Having this opporttmity could be beneficial to children's 
adjustment as they could have increased chances to be aware of others' perspectives, and 
could also be more able to branch out in terms of their understanding of different 
situations. With this increased flexibility, the child could be more capable ofdealing 
effectively with different experiences. 
It seems likely that child narratives are best built through conversations and 
interactions with mothers who Reese and Fivush (1993) describe as being elaborative 
with their children. Reese and Fivush describe these mothers, who we assume have well­
structured and rich narratives, as 'high elaborative.' These mothers ask their children 
questions about their stories, they prompt their children to continue on with their stories, 
and they add to their children's stories with new details. They discuss topics at length, 
and also provide structure and scaffolding for their children's stories. This seems 
consistent with a mother who has a rich narrative, as she uses her skills with detail and 
perspective taking to help her child practice narrative building skills. 
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This correlation between mother narrative richness and child narrative coherence 
can also be seen as being related to other previously cited studies (i.e., Hudson, 1990; 
McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Reese & Fivush, 1993), which identified mothers as being 
high elaborative or repetitive through observed interactions with their children. The 
aforementioned studies are those that have shown that over time, the children ofmothers 
identified as being high elaborative spontaneously produce more coherent narratives than 
their peers who have repetitive or low elaborative mothers. This correlation between 
mother narrative richness and child narrative coherence certainly supports previous 
claims that a mother's narrative is important to consider in terms ofher child's narrative 
development and well-being (i.e., Champion, 2003'; Schwartzman & Wahler, 2004). In 
Schwartzman and Wahler's (2004) study, they found that mother narrative richness 
correlated with her responsiveness to her child, but mother narrative coherence did not. 
This finding, along with the current finding, support the power ofmother narrative 
richness when considering her relationship with her child and the ensuing impact on her 
child's narrative development. 
The present data suggest that a child's ability to produce a coherent narrative 
might serve an adaptive purpose. Child narrative coherence was in turn negatively 
correlated with CBCL externalizing scores, supporting previously discussed research 
showing that child narrative coherence can be understood as an indication of overall 
mental health (Oppenheim, Nir, Warren, & Emde, 1997). 
Understanding child narrative coherence as an indication ofwell-being can also 
be understood as being in agreement with the findings of Fivush and her colleagues 
(Fivush, Hazzard, Sales, Sarfati, & Brown, 2003), which suggested that children who 
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reminisce coherently about past experiences, even those that are emotionally negative, 
are better equipped to adapt and adjust to what life brings. In this study, Fivush and her 
colleagues interviewed school-aged children who were growing up in a violent inner-city 
community. Their presumption was that these children who were chronically exposed to 
stressful events and lived very chaotic lives would be better able to cope with their 
surroundings ifthey could create coherent narratives. They based this on their notion that 
being able to create a coherent narrative from one's experiences serves to increase a 
person's ability to integrate events into one's story about himself. Even when 
experiences are negative, being able to integrate these stories into a coherent whole 
makes could help the person to move on from negative experiences and cope more 
effectively with these experiences. By integrating experiences into a narrative, the person 
can make better sense of them, fitting them into his working model of the world. In the 
process of integration, the person is able to evaluate experiences and understand them in 
the larger context. 
Correlation between the Quest for Information Factor and CBCL Adjustment 
The Quest for Information Factor was an inverse predictor of child internalizing 
problems (r =-.44, p = .06, 2-tailed), showing that children who engage in more mutual 
questioning with their mothers were less likely to exhibit internal distress, as measured by 
the CBCL. This correlation could illustrate that children have a sense of agency when 
engaged in questioning, as they have opportunities to construct their own answers to 
questions, and they also have the opportunity to ask their parent questions in return. 
They are granted conversational autonomy, and given a range ofoptions in how they can 
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respond. Perhaps with a sense ofagency, a sense ofpower, the child is less likely to 
experience internalizing symptoms ofanxiety or depression. 
Correlation between Lessons and CBCL Adjustment 
There was a significant correlation between the Lesson factor and child internal 
distress (r = .66, P < .01, 2-tailed), as measmed by the CBCL. The children here were all 
considered being free from significant pathology, so while this correlation does not imply 
some sort of damaging process, it does seem to demonstrate the possible down side of 
mothers' use of lesson-driven communication. Recalling the previously presented 
sequential dependency data, this correlation takes place within a context of synchrony, 
which according to Kochanska (2002) contributes to willingness on the part of the child 
to cooperate with the parent. Here, synchrony could make the child willing to cooperate 
with the mother in lesson-oriented commWlication. But perhaps the use of lessons, even 
in a climate characterized by synchrony, contributes to the presence of tension at home. 
Different from the use ofmutual questioning, lessons provide very little freedom on the 
part ofthe child to choose a response. By their very natme, mothers using lessons expect 
either compliance with the given instruction or acceptance ofthe moral teaching. Their 
children potentially have less sense ofautonomy in this interaction, making them more 
susceptible to symptoms ofanxiety and depression. 
The Absence of Dialogue 
Dialogue, as measmed by the COLD system, was to have provided the bridge that 
connected these narratives. The lack ofdialogue was both surprising and disappointing. 
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Nothing about the current sample suggests an explanation on the outset for the lack of 
dialogue. The mothers and children in this sample were normal by all accounts, 
evidenced by both the CBCL scores and intact narrative skills. 
Are Mothers Reluctant to Engage in Dialogue? 
To consider a possible reason for the lack of dialogue, we return to Wahler and 
Smith's (1999) thoughts about parents' use of dialogue-perhaps parents are much more 
reluctant to engage in dialogue than was initially expected here. According to 
practitioner wisdom (R.G. Wahler, personal communication, September 13,2004), 
mothers often express a reluctance to engage their children in dialogue-natured 
interactions. This reluctance is due, according to these mothers, to their uneasiness in 
allowing their children to take more control over their interactions with each other. A 
pull seems to exist for parents between maintaining control in their interactions with their 
children, versus granting autonomy to their children, since children are free and 
encouraged to share their own thoughts, feelings, and opinions in dialogue. With this 
autonomy, children have more freedom to lead and guide the conversations themselves, 
versus the parents holding the conversational reigns. This can be very threatening to 
parents, because as children build more and more autonomy, parents lose more and more 
control of the interactions. This potential shift in control can leave parents feeling wary 
about incorporating dialogue into interactions with their children. In order to avoid this 
discomfort, it is possible that parents avoid dialogue altogether. By avoiding dialogue, 
parents do not have to share conversational control, and thereby could feel less anxious 
about the potential direction of ensuing conversations. It is also possible that parents 
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default to a more comfortable 'set,' and in turn rely on lesson-oriented communication. 
As researchers, to avoid this possibility, we would have been wise to specifically instruct 
the mothers to reminisce about a past event with their children. 
A Possible Relationship between Mutual Questions and Dialogue 
Could mutual questions, as represented by the Quest for Information Factor, be 
understood as dialogue? Dialogue, as it was defined here, was communication where the 
child expressed thoughts, feelings, and/or opinions. Questions could ask for those things, 
bu~ would not necessarily pull for that content every time. It is quite possible though, that 
by answering and asking questions, that children could engage in a similar retrieval 
process that is called for with dialogue, as they decide how to answer a question, then cull 
their own bank of information in deciding what questions to ask of those around them. 
Children have more degrees of freedom in their responses to most questions than they do 
with lessons. 
Here, mothers who were low in coherence were more apt to engage in mutual 
questioning with their children, as shown by the inverse correlation between mother 
coherence and the Quest for Information factor (r = -.60, 2-tailed, p < .01). However, 
even the lowest coherence scores were still 3.5 (on a scale of 1-5), showing that even the 
mothers with the lowest coherence scores still had moderately coherent narratives. 
Perhaps this autonomy granting discourse, this use ofmutual questions, is facilitated by 
mothers' lessened focus on coherence. Mothers whose narratives are less coherent could 
be looser in their need for control over their interactions with their children, thus making 
them more willing to engage in questioning, which, as was described earlier, could give 
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children a sense ofagency and autonomy in their communication with their parents. In 
turn, these children are less likely to exhibit internalizing behaviors. 
Mutual questioning could be understood as something that would be used by 
mothers who Reese & Fivush (1993), McCabe & Peterson (1991), or Haden, Haine and 
Fivish (1997) would label as 'high elaborative.' These parents are described as those 
who ask their children questions, prompt them to continue with their stories, and provide 
a fair amount of scaffolding for their burgeoning narratives. By engaging in questions, 
the mother keeps the conversation going, extending an invitation for continued 
interaction and conversational co-construction. We remember that over time, the 
children ofhigh elaborative mothers spontaneously produce more coherent narratives 
than their peers who do not benefit from such scaffolding. Here, we have already 
discussed how these children, who engage in more mutual discovery with their mothers, 
exhibit fewer signs of internal distress. 
Limitations of the Current Study and Suggestions for Further Research 
There are several limitations of the current study which may have had an impact 
on the results. The sample used here was relatively small (n = 26) and homogenous, as 
all of the participants came from the same neighborhood elementary school. They were 
also all volunteers, and were free from significant pathology. Future work could strive to 
gather larger and more diversified samples, and could also attempt to include children 
who do experience significant pathology. Future work could strive to investigate if these 
mother-child dyads interact in similar ways to their peers from a normal sample. 
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More significantly, it is also possible that something about the procedures used in 
this study could have had an impact on the observed interactions. In this project, the 
interactions between parent and child were minimally guided. Parents and children were 
advised stay in a two-room space, to turn off the television and to refrain from long 
phone conversations or video game playing for the duration of the one-hour observation. 
While these directions were given, no guidance was given in terms ofwhat the dyad 
should do or talk about. The mother and child were free to do whatever they wanted or to 
talk about whatever they wanted. While the intention of this approach was to get as 
realistic a snapshot as possible ofthe everyday communication between mother and 
child, perhaps it would have been more useful to direct these conversations more. It is 
possible that without any specific guidance in choosing a topic or an endeavor, mothers 
deviated back to a more comfortable mode of communication, lessons. Perhaps it would 
have been better to structure the observations to have the parent and child reminisce 
together about a specific event. By directing the observations more and prompting the 
mother and child to reminisce together about a shared event, there would be more of a 
chance for dialogue to occur, thus providing more ofan opportunity to see how dialogue 
works as a link between mother and child narratives. Further studies whose aim is to 
continue to investigate the potential power of lessons and dialogue would probably be 
wise to provide more structure to the observation of mother-child dyads. With increased 
presence ofdialogue in a guided interaction, the COLD system could then be used to pick 
up how dialogue bridges the correlations between mother and child narratives. 
Also, as is the case with all observational research, it is possible that the presence 
of observers has an impact on the behavior of the people being observed. This is a 
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limitation of all research that takes place in a naturalistic setting. While it was the 
intention of the observers to be as invisible as possible, for them to be totally invisible 
was impossible. It has to be taken into account that the dyads may have been reluctant to 
engage in certain conversations with a stranger watching, especially as was previously 
discussed, ifmothers are reluctant to engage in dialogue. It could be possible ifmothers 
are wary of turning over control to their children by engaging them in dialogue, they 
would be even less likely to engage in this kind of interaction with a stranger watching 
them. 
It is also important to note that the observations here were only a one-hour 
snapshot into the lives of these families. It is certainly possible that the observation as it 
as designed here did not capture a true representation ofhow these mother and child pairs 
communicate with each other. This is a weakness of this kind ofresearch, as it is 
impossible for observers to see every minute exchange between parent and child. 
The COLD system was used for the first time as a part of this study. While it 
seems that the COLD system met its designed goal, to differentiate between various 
social transactions, it is possible that this new system will need to be revised as it is used 
for future work. 
Perhaps the definition ofdialogue in the COLD system could have a role in the 
rarity of dialogue in these observations. A verbalization was only coded as dialogue if 
the parent asked the child to share his thoughts, feelings, or opinions regarding a topic. A 
question such as, "What did you do at school today?" would have been coded as a 
question, as its intent is to gather some sort of information and not to elicit a thought, 
feeling, or opinion. While the question does not ask the child to share a feeling or 
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opinion, it does ask the child to provide some sort ofput-together response. The question 
posed does not beg for some sort of compliance, as an instruction would, nor does it have 
at its heart some sort ofmoral teaching. Further refinement of COLD system could help 
address these concerns. 
The work presented here was a first look into the balance of the use of lessons and 
dialogue in parent-child dyads. While the absence of dialogue and thus the absence of its 
mediating the relationship between mother and child narratives was certainly 
disappointing, there are several strengths in this work. The introduction of the COLD 
system is significant in that it introduces a new way to conceptualize and understand 
narrative development and the routine communication that takes place between parent 
and child. There is still reason to believe that the elaborative discourse we define as 
dialogue is an inlportant component ofnarrative development. Future research would be 
wise to continue to investigate its potential power and to explore how parenting style 
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(A) Summary of Means and Standard Deviations 

of Mother and Child Communication Categories; 

(B) Mean Sequential Dependencies of Mother and Child Verbalizations 

Category Mean Standard Deviation 
(A) 
Mother Lesson .51 .22 
Child Lesson .59 .25 
Mother Question .23 .21 
Child Question .15 .23 
Mother Commentary .19 .17 
Child Commentary .20 .19 
Mother Elaboration .57 .17 
Child Elaboration .61 .18 
Mother Topic Change .09 .05 
Child Topic Change .08 .04 
Mother Dialogue .03 .03 
Child Dialogue .01 . .01 
Mother Positivity .07 .05 
Mother Negativity .01 .02 
Child Positivity .00 .00 
. Child Negativity .05 .06 
(B) 
.26 
Mother Question ~ Child Question .56 .32 
Mother Commentary~ Child Commentary .46 





Summary of Means and Standard Deviations; Narrative Scores, CBCL Scores 

Category Mean Standard Deviation 
Mother Coherence (0-5) 4.44 0.72 
Mother Richness (0-5) 2.23 0.42 
Child Coherence (0-5) 4.72 0.36 
Child Richness (0-5) 1.28 0.42 
CBCL Total T -scores 44.96 9.95 
CBCL Internalizing T -scores 49.36 8.93 





Correlations among COLD Variables 
MT MQ MC MD ML ME MPOS MNEG CT CQ CCOM CD CL CE 
MT .148 -.235 .116 .141 .101 .. 046 .003 .809·· .066 -.191 -.113 .104 .050 
MQ -.293 .018 -.656*· .396· -.071 -.214 .225 .832· -.362 .399· -.442· .361 
MC 1 -.153 -.403* -.632·· .005 -.180 -.209 -.283 .447· -.215 -.186 -.527** 
MD .042 .166 .007 -.104 .095 -.122 -.118 .194 .255 .214 
ML .071 .144 .210 .015 -.598·· -.130 -.277 .656** .124 
ME -.048 .064 .118 .402· -.239 .251 .114 .587** 
MPOS -.286 -.217 -.074 -.058 -.088 .198 .236 
MNEG -.032 .046 -.097 -.097 .053 .024 
CT .150 -.111 .050 -.064 -.093 
CQ -.266 .385· -.647·* .212 
CCOM -.066 -.380· -.647·· 
CD -.314 .023 
CL 1 .545·* 
CE 
*correlation is significant at the 0.05 level, 2-tailed 
**correlation is significant at the 0.011evel, 2-tailed 
TableA-4 

Factor Weightings of Coding of Lessons and Dialogue (COLD) 

Category Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 
MQ (Mother Question) 

CQ (Child Question) 

CD (Child Dialogue) 

ML (Mother Lesson) 

ME (Mother Elaboration) 

CL (Child Lesson) 

CE (Child Elaboration) 

MNEG (Mother Negativity) 

MT (Mother Topic Change) 

CT (Child Topic Change) 

MD (Mother Dialogue) 

MPOS (Mother Positivity) 



















Correlation Matrix between Narrative Measures, COLD Factors, and CBCL Scores 
MCOH MRICH CCOH CRICH CBCLTOT CBCLINT CBCLEXT INFO LESS LIMIT TRAN DIAL 

MCOH .437* .300 -.046 .015 .164 -.290 -.605** -.055 .082 .154 .258 
MRICH 1 .419* .126 -.064 .136 -.334 -.165 .252 .459* .007 .355 
CCOH .345 -.128 .081 -.484* -.118 -.050 .318 -.159 .270 
CHRICH .028 .203 -.036 .017 .095 .310 -.354 -.039 
CBCLTOT .841** .841 ** -.326 .492* -.190 .423* .105 
CBCLINT .547** -.442 .655** -.085 .164 .242 
CBCLEXT 1 -.100 .416 -.179 .361 -.002 
INFO -.256 .093 .144 -.157 
LESS .057 .077 .344 
LIMIT -.019 .199 
TRAN .019 
DIAL 
*correlation is significant at the 0.05 level, 2-tailed 
**correlation is significant at the 0.01 level,2-tailed 
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Mother Narrative; Driven by 
her own attachment history 
Mother Responsiveness 







Flow from Mothers' Narratives to Children's Narratives 
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Mother Richness Mother Coherence 
.42*-.60** 
Mother-Child Discover Child Coherence 
(Factor 1) -.48* 
-.44 P = 0.06 
Child Internalizing Problems Child Externalizing Problems 
Figure B-2 

Potential Protective Power of Maternal Narratives 
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COLD Variables Abbreviations 
MT = mother topic change 
MQ mother question 
MC = mothercommentar-Y 
MD = mother dialogue 
ML = mother lesson 
ME = mother elaboration 
MPOS = mother positivity 
MNEG = mother negativity 
CT = child topic change 
CQ child question 
CCOM = child commentary 
CD = child dialogue 
CL = child lesson 
















Other Variables Abbreviations 

= 	 mother narrative coherence 
= 	 mother narrative richness 
= 	 child narrative coherence 
= 	 child narrative richness 
Child Behavior Checklist total score 
= 	 Child Behavior Checklist internalizing 
= 	 Child Behavior Checklist externalizing 
= 	 Factor 1, Quest for InformationlDiscovery 
= 	 Factor 2, Lessons 
= 	 Factor 3, Limit-Setting 
= 	 Factor 4, Transition 
= 	 Factor 5, Dialogue 
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